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The Devil in the New World: The Impact of Diabolism in New Spain. By
Fernando Cervantes. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994. x + 182 pp.
Illustrations, maps, notes, bibliography, index. $22.50 cloth.)
This learned and supremely intelligent book assesses the impact of
European beliefs in the devil in New Spain from 1519, when the Spanish
arrived, to the mid-eighteenth century. Separate chapters, which follow a
roughly chronological sequence, describe the workings of these beliefs as they
affected Mexico\ s diverse population of Indians, mestizos, mulattos, cast as,
and Spaniards. The book is constructed around three interlocking arguments.
First, the author posits that beliefs about the devil held by the educated elite
cannot be usefully studied in isolation from those held at a popular level, and
vice versa. Second, beliefs held and expressed in New Spain are examined in
the context both of their European origins and of the changes they underwent
in Europe during the period under discussion. Finally, and this is the most
incisive and original aspect of the argument, the author shows that beliefs in
the devil, which changed substantially during this period, were themselves the
product of a larger tension between the realms of nature and grace, body and
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cultural history of Europe and the Americas, in the historiography of popular
cultures and of the cultures of elites. It spans a period of some three hundred
years within a coherent argumentation and a method of demonstration that is
both detailed and convincing. And last but far from least, the author studies
the crucial, albeit often tenuous link between the New World and the Old, the
Old and the New, displaying all the way a deeply humane capacity for
listening to voices that spoke in each of these worlds.
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